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SPECIAL COLLECTIONS 
Issue Definition 

Turmoil in the Soviet Union, continuing decline in black 

Africa and the persistent United States Government budget 

deficit have underlined the need for a re-examination 

of U.S. national interests in sub-Saharan Africa and threats to 

those interests. If this re-evaluation confirms that both our 

interests and threats have diminished, we can probably reduce 

our embassy staffing and aid levels over the next few decades. 

Proponents of a more activist U.S. Government stance toward 

sub-Saharan Africa often justify their position by pointing to 

enduring U.S. strategic interests in Africa, Soviet meddling on 

the continent, and the burgeoning needs of Africa's sick and 

hungry poor. Those who counsel less U.S. Government involvement 

i n  b l a c k  A f r i c a  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  need f o r  a g e n e r o u s  r e s p o n s e  t o  

h u m a n i t a r i a n  c o n c e r n s ,  do n o t  c o n c e d e  t h a t  S o v i e t  p e r n i c i o u s n e s s  

poses  a t h r e a t  t o  us ,  and see  t h e  c o n t i n e n t  as m a r g i n a l l y  

s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  U . S .  p e a c e t i m e  s t r a t e g y .  A t  s t a k e  i n  t h e  d i s p u t e  

b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t w o  o p p o s i n g  v i e w p o i n t s  a r e  U.So a i d  l e v e l s ,  

s t a f f i n g  l e v e l s  f o r  d i p l o m a t i c ,  i n f o r m a t i o n  and i n t e l l i g e n c e  

c o l l e c t i o n  e l e m e n t s  i n  U . S .  e m b a s s i e s  i n  A f r i c a ,  and a r a n g e  o f  

p o l i c y  d e c i s i o n s  on t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  we s h o u l d  t r y  t o  

i n f l u e n c e  A f r i c a ' s  c o u r s e  b e t w e e n  now and 2 0 1 0 .  

B a c k g r o u n d  and A n a l y s i s  

I d e n ¢ i f i c a t i o n  o f  U.S. I n C e r e s t s  Be low t h e  Sahara  

I n  t h e  p e r i o d  1 9 6 0 - 1 9 9 0  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  G o v e r n m e n t  

p u r s u e d  a t h r e e - p r o n g e d  s t r a t e g y  i n  b l a c k  A f r i c a :  1) L i m i t  t h e  

i n v o l v e m e n t  o f  t h e  S o v i e t  U n i o n  and i t s  a l l i e s  s o u t h  o f  t h e  

S a h a r a ;  2)  A v o i d  e x c e s s i v e  p o l i t i c a l ,  f i n a n c i a l  and m i l i t a r y  

c o m m i t m e n t s  on t h e  c o n t i n e n t ;  3 )  L e t  W e s t e r n  E u r o p e a n  c o u n t r i e s  
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t h a t  t he  U.S. has few e n d u r i n g  i n t e r e s t s  i n  A f r i c a  a p a r t  f rom 

t h w a r t i n g  S o v i e t  a i m s - - a  l i m i t e d  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  i n t e r e s t - - a n d  

p e r i p h e r a l  i n t e r e s t s  i n  p r o m o t i n g  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  government ,  

b u i l d i n g  s t r o n g e r  economies and mee t i ng  h u m a n i t a r i a n  needs,  a l l  

o f  wh ich  r e f l e c t  ou r  long  s t a n d i n g  i n t e r e s t  i n  p r e s e r v i n g  and 

p r o j e c t i n g  Amer ican v a l u e s .  

These p e r i p h e r a l  i n t e r e s t s  p e r s i s t ,  b u t  does t he  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s  s t i l l  need t o  be concerned abou t  i t s  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  

i n t e r e s t s  i n  A f r i c a ?  Does the  c o n t i n e n t  s t i l l  have s t r a t e g i c  

v a l u e  t o  t he  U . S . ,  e i t h e r  because o f  A f r i c a ' s  l o c a t i o n  o r  i t s  

m i n e r a l  resou rces?  Does b l a c k  A f r i c a  have o t h e r  economic o r  

political strengths which merit our strategic attention in 

coming decades? Finally, what is the Soviet threat to U.S. 

interests on the continent? 

A f r i c a ' s  S t r a t e g i c  Va lue  ¢o t he  U.S. 

For over  25 y e a r s ,  most c i v i l i a n  p o l i c y m a k e r s ,  j o u r n a l i s t s  

and academics i n s i s t e d  t h a t  A f r i c a  i s  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  i m p o r t a n t ,  a 

v iew no t  e n t i r e l y  shared by ou r  m i l i t a r y  p l a n n e r s .  By the  l a t e  

1980 ' s ,  most s e n i o r  A f r i c a n  s p e c i a l i s t s  i n  Wash ing ton ,  c i v i l i a n  

and m i l i t a r y ,  acknowledged t h a t  t he  c o n t i n e n t ' s  s t r a t e g i c  

impo r tance  had been much o v e r b l o w n .  The s o - c a l l e d  " secu re  sea 

l anes "  around the  Cape o f  Good Hope e x i s t  o n l y  i n  t he  minds o f  

Washington p o l i c y m a k e r s  and South A f r i c a n  o f f i c i a l s  a n x i o u s  t o  

i n g r a t i a t e  themse lves  w i t h  Wash ing ton ;  modern l a n d - t o - s u r f a c e  

and s u r f a c e - t o - s u r f a c e  m i s s i l e s  pose c r e d i b l e  t h r e a t s  t o  

s h i p p i n g  hundreds o f  m i l e s  f rom sho re .  The Cape o f  Good Hope no 

l o n g e r  r e p r e s e n t s  a un ique  choke p o i n t  t o  i n t e r c e p t  o i l  t a n k e r s  

and m i l i t a r y  v e s s e l s  p l y i n g  the  I n d i a n  and A t l a n t i c  oceans;  
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these ships are now at risk virtually wherever an enemy decides 

to track and intercept them. 

Another element of the strategic argument for Africa is the 

presence of rare minerals in central and southern Africa which 

we need to manufacture lightweight, high-strength metal alloys. 

This argument falls apart on close examination: substitutes and 

alternative supply sources exist for each mineral--chromium, 

germanium, manganese, platinum, antimony, amosite and vanadium. 

The U.S. has adequate stockpiles of each mineral in the unlikely 

event supplies were interrupted. Economic necessity would 

likely lead governments of whatever hostile complexion in 

central and southern Afr ica to continue se l l ing s t rategic  

m i n e r a l s  to the United S t a t e s  and its a l l i e s .  

The third element buttressing the strategic argument for 

Africa is the presence of U.S. communications and tracking 

facilities in the region. These facilities include radio 

propaganda transmitters and relay facilities in Liberia, space 

tracking facilities in Madagascar, and a high-frequency radio 

communications base in Liberia used to supplement primary 

satellite links between Washington and U.S. embassies in Africa. 

But those who cite the presence of these facilities to justify a 

high-pro f i le  U.S. policy in Afr ica are wrong. The Voice of 

America f a c i l i t i e s  are useful but hardly v i t a l ;  the remaining 

bases are obsolescent both because of technical advances in the 

past decade and the ready a v a i l a b i l i t y  of alternate f a c i l i t i e s  

in space or outside Afr ica. 

A f r i c a ' s  P o l i t i c a l  and Economic  F u t u r e  

Few Western  e x p e r t s  a re  o p t i m i s t i c  a b o u t  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  most 
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vo iced  d e s p a i r  t h a t  the c o n t i n e n t  w i l l  ever  win i t s  s t r u g g l e  

against poverty, disease and p o l i t i c a l  tu rmoi l .  I f  A f r i ca  w i l l  

remain weak and fragmented, i t s  role in tomorrow's in ternat iona l  

system w i l l  be i ns i gn i f i can t ;  indeed, i f  the cold war is dead on 

the continent and the U.S. can do without Afr ican raw mater ia ls,  

l i t t l e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  exists to maintain the current level of  

U.S. Government aid and diplomatic involvement on the cont inent.  

A f r i ca ' s  present is the best predictor  of i t s  fu ture,  and the 

present p ic ture is bleak: 

Agriculture. According to the Food and Agr icu l ture 

Organization, one-third of black Afr ican countries cannot feed 

the i r  populations at minimum levels;  by 2000, the FAO expects 

that  21 countr ies, hampered by poor so i l s ,  erosion, 

d e t e r i o r a t i n g  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  systems and ou tda ted  f a rm ing  

p r a c t i c e s ,  w i l l  need r e g u l a r  o u t s i d e  he lp  t o  feed themse lves .  

S t a b i l i t y .  A l l  but  a hand fu l  o f  b l a c k  A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s  

have had v i o l e n t  changes o f  government s i n c e  t h e i r  independence 

in  1960, and many have had m u l t i p l e  coups d ' e t a t - - a  t o t a l  o f  75 

success fu l  coups s i n c e  1957, no t  t o  ment ion  many hundreds o f  

unsuccess fu l  coup a t t e m p t s .  T w o - t h i r d s  o f  A f r i c a  i s  under 

m i l i t a r y  r u l e  in  one form or  ano the r ,  and on most o f  the  

remainder  o f  the  c o n t i n e n t ,  A f r i c a n  c i v i l i a n s  govern in  f e a r  o f  

m i l i t a r y  t a k e o v e r s .  

Q u a l i t y  o f  Government. A f r i c a n  governments are run as 

t r i b a l  f i e f d o m s ,  o f t e n  w i t h  a veneer  o f  democracy. Key 

appo in tments ,  o f f i c i a l  c o n t r a c t s  and government s e r v i c e s  are 

d ispensed by members o f  the r u l i n g  t r i b e  t o  i nc rease  the t r i b e ' s  

power and w e a l t h .  When government d e c i s i o n s  are  made t o  b e n e f i t  
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a r e  rewarded more o f t e n  than pun ished .  Because runn ing  the  

government i s  so p r o f i t a b l e ,  A f r i c a n  r u l e r s  tend t o  c e n t r a l i z e  

p o l i t i c a l  power, use f o r c e  t o  c rush d i s s e n t ,  and take  

e x t r a o r d i n a r y  measures t o  p e r p e t u a t e  t h e i r  r u l e .  

Economy. A f r i c a ' s  450 m i l l i o n  p o p u l a t i o n  doub les  every  20 

years .  Per c a p i t a  income has now dropped below p re - independence  

l e v e l s .  P r i v a t e  i nves tmen t  i s  d e c l i n i n g  in  the face  o f  

excess i ve  government r e g u l a t i o n ,  c o r r u p t i o n  and mismanagement o f  

A f r i c a n  economies.  Most A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s  now face  debt  

overhang f a r  in  excess o f  what they  can s e r v i c e ,  g iven the 

depressed p r i c e s  they  r e c e i v e  f o r  t h e i r  p r i m a r y  p roduc t  e x p o r t s ,  

a l t hough  aggregate  debt  i s  no t  so h igh  as t o  t h r e a t e n  the  

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  bank ing system. The p r o s p e c t s  are no t  b r i g h t  f o r  

f i n a n c i a l  and monetary re forms in  most b l a c k  A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s ;  

re forms tend t o  be s u p e r f i c i a l  and few c o u n t r i e s  have the  

d i s c i p l i n e  t o  s t i c k  w i t h  them. 

The Reduced S o v i e t  Th rea t  

In  the 1970 's  and e a r l y  1980 's ,  the  S o v i e t  Union r e p e a t e d l y  

demonst ra ted i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  i n f l u e n c e  even ts  in  most co rne rs  o f  

b l ack  A f r i c a .  E t h i o p i a ,  Angola ,  Mozambique and the  Congo s igned  

f r i e n d s h i p  t r e a t i e s  w i t h  Moscow. In  these  f o u r  c o u n t r i e s  and in  

a t  l e a s t  t h i r t y  o t h e r s  on the  c o n t i n e n t ,  the  S o v i e t s  m a i n t a i n e d  

c l ose  and f r u i t f u l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  key l e a d e r s .  S o v i e t  

a d v i s o r s  and arms f u e l e d  c e n t r a l  government o p p o s i t i o n  to  rebe7 

groups in  E t h i o p i a  and Angola,  d w a r f i n g  Western m i l i t a r y  

commitments in  Chad, Senegal and e lsewhere  on the c o n t i n e n t .  

Not on l y  d id  the S o v i e t s  show themse lves  more w i l l i n g  than the  

West to  commit m i l i t a r y  resources  in  A f r i c a ,  bu t  t h e i r  
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generally ef fect ive in generating African support for issues of 

importance to Moscow. 

Moscow's influence had peaked by the mid-80's and began to 

decline sharply in many African counLries. The Soviets found 

themselves unable to compete with Western countries in providing 

development assistance and economic support funds in a period of 

declining prices for  African primary products. In Benin, 

Mozambique, Guinea and a number of other countries, governments 

turned away from Soviet-style socialism and sought free and 

mixed market solutions to the i r  economic problems. Soviet and 

Cuban m i l i t a ry  assistance proved unequal to the task of snuffing 

out rebel l ion in Angola and Ethiopia; Moscow came to view both 

wars as unwinable, and at the end of the decade scrambled to 

dissociate i t s e l f  from both beleaguered regimes. Forced to 

choose between reforms at home and i t s  in te rna t iona l i s t  duties 

abroad, Gorbachev chose to leave many of Moscow's erstwhile 

African brides waiting at the a l ta r .  None wore white, and most 

regretted f l i r t i n g  with Soviet power. 

But what are the odds for a Soviet comeback on the 

continent? Moscow's future there is dim, at least in the next 

15-20 years. A Soviet resurgence would require Moscow's 

commitment to economic and developmental assistance i t  cannot 

and w i l l  not be able to afford. Moreover, the Soviets have 

soiled the i r  nest in Afr ica: most African governments are 

dis i l lus ioned with Soviet ideology and parsimony, shoddy and 

outmoded m i l i t a ry  equipment, and Moscow's unrelenting pursuit of 

i t s  own superpower interests on the continent. Nor is Gorbachev 

ready to renew the cold war in Afr ica, i f  an early 1990 
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"We were wrong in assessing the global situation. Though we 

were actively involved in (third world) conflicts, we 

disregarded their negative value in relaxing tensions with the 

West." 

In sum, the Soviets have taken themselves out of the game 

in Africa, and are unlikely to return to the field in strength 

for many years. Soviet involvement below the Sahara is much 

diminished, and Moscow now represents little threat to our few 

interests there. 

U,$, Io~ere@~@ and Stratecv Throuch 2010 

Soviet weakness and retrenchment--and our more hardheaded 

assessment of Africa's real strategic value to the U.S.--argue 

for dropping the anti-Soviet component from our calculus of 

national interests in the area. Our economic and trade 

interests are slight--Africa consumes only 7.6 percent of our 

e x p o r t s ,  s u p p l i e s  12 pe rcen t  o f  our  i m p o r t s ,  and absorbs f o u r  

p e r c e n t  o f  our  f o r e i g n  i nves tmen t .  As we look  f o rwa rd  t o  the  

nex t  20 years ,  the basket  o f  U.S. i n t e r e s t s  i s  thus  c o n s i d e r a b l y  

s m a l l e r  than the  baske t  we he ld  s i nce  1960. 

The proposed s t r a t e g y  f l o w i n g  f rom t h i s  a n a l y s i s  i s  

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d :  1) Avo id  e x c e s s i v e  p o l i t i c a l ,  f i n a n c i a l  and 

m i l i t a r y  commitments on the c o n t i n e n t ;  2) P rov ide  l i m i t e d  

f o o d s t u f f s ,  m e d i c i n e  and t e c h n i c a l  adv i ce  t o  b l ack  A f r i c a n  

c o u n t r i e s  f o r  h u m a n i t a r i a n  reasons;  3) Let  Western European 

c o u n t r i e s  c o n t i n u e  t o  take  the  p o l i c y  lead .  

S t r e n g t h s  and Weaknesses o f  Prooosed P o l i c y  Chanqes 

The proposed s t r a t e g y  i m p l i e s  lower  d i p l o m a t i c  and 

i n t e l l i g e n c e  s t a f f i n g  in  U.S. embassies,  the  c l o s i n g  o f  a number 
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a i d ,  and a much l owe r - key  m i l i t a r y  s a l e s  e f f o r t  on the  

c o n t i n e n t .  Losses f rom m i l i t a r y  hardware s a l e s  w i l l  p r o b a b l y  

o f f s e t  some sav ings  f rom embassy r e d u c t i o n s ,  but  n o n e t h e l e s s  the  

U.S. Governmant shou ld  r e a l i z e  $200-300 m i l l i o n  in  annual  ne t  

sav i ngs .  Another  $100 m i l l i o n  i n  sav i ngs  m igh t  be r e a l i z e d  by 

c l o s i n g  o r  s e l l i n g  marg ina l  U.S. i n s t a l l a t i o n s .  These funds  

m igh t  p r o f i t a b l y  be spent  on h u m a n i t a r i a n  needs in  b l a c k  A f r i c a ,  

which w i l l  be much more p r e s s i n g  in  coming years .  Such 

e x p e n d i t u r e s  would be c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  one o f  our  r ema in i ng  

i n t e r e s t s  in  sub-Saharan A f r i c a - - t o  he lp  p rese rve  and p r o j e c t  

our va lues  and s e l f  image as a generous and compass ionate  

peop le .  

A lower  U.S. p r o f i l e  on the  c o n t i n e n t  w i l l  keep us ou t  o f  

d i s p u t e s  p e r i p h e r a l  t o  our  i n t e r e s t s  and decrease the t h r e a t  

young A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s  sometimes b e l i e v e  we pose t o  t h e i r  

independence. Less superpower i n v o l v e m e n t  in  A f r i c a  may w e l l  

reduce t e n s i o n s  among c e r t a i n  c o u n t r i e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  those 

weaker c o u n t r i e s  who h a b i t u a l l y  seek power fu l  a l l i e s  to  b u t t r e s s  

t h e i r  causes.  Moreover ,  some A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s  may f i n d  U.S. 

va lues  more a t t r a c t i v e  i f  we are  seen t o  be l ess  engaged on the  

c o n t i n e n t .  

On the  o t h e r  hand, reduced embassy s t a f f i n g  and m i l i t a r y  

sa l es  w i l l  leave us l ess  equipped t o  i n f l u e n c e  the course  o f  

even ts  in  A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s .  Whi le  our  i n t e r e s t s  t h e r e  w i l l  be 

marg ina l  over  the nex t  few decades, r educ ing  our  a b i l i t y  t o  

i n f l u e n c e  the pace and d i r e c t i o n  o f  change may no t  be p r u d e n t ;  

c e r t a i n l y  the c o n t i n e n t  w i l l  be much more c h a o t i c  as economies 

w i t h e r ,  d i s c o n t e n t  r i s e s  and governments c o l l a p s e .  D isengag ing  
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c o u r a g e  and s t e a d f a s t n e s s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f rom those  West European 

c o u n t r i e s  l e f t  h o l d i n g  the  bag. 

Conc lus ion  and Recommendation 

The Un i t ed  S ta tes  no l onge r  has n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  i n t e r e s t s  

in  sub-Saharan A f r i c a ,  nor does the S o v i e t  Union s t i l l  t h r e a t e n  

what p e r i p h e r a l  i n t e r e s t s  we have on the  c o n t i n e n t .  We shou ld  

c o n t i n u e  t o  under take  low-key  h u m a n i t a r i a n  p r o j e c t s  and t o  

promote p o l i t i c a l  and economic s t a b i l i t y  by nudging A f r i c a n  

c o u n t r i e s  toward  democ ra t i c  and f r e e - m a r k e t  systems.  These 

e f f o r t s  shou ld  be smal l  s c a l e  and low c o s t ;  we shou ld  expec t  no 

s p e c t a c u l a r  successes on the c o n t i n e n t ,  as A f r i c a ' s  prob lems are 

endemic and may in  f a c t  be i n s o l u b l e .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  we shou ld  

reduce our  embassy s t a f f i n g ,  s c a l e  back l a r g e  a i d  p r o j e c t s ,  and 

reduce m i l i t a r y  s a l e s  on the  c o n t i n e n t .  
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